[Post-testicular protection of male gametes from oxidative damage. The role of the epididymis].
Spermatozoa leave the testis in an immature functional state and are devoid of self defense mechanisms. They will become motile and ready to fertilize only after their descent and their progressive maturation within the epididymal tubule. The epididymis also ensures the survival and the protection of male gametes while they go through the epididymis and during their storage in between two ejaculations. Amongst common stresses that concern spermatozoa, oxidative stress occupies a peculiar and dual position. While the events of epididymal sperm maturation necessitate a given level of oxidation, spermatozoa are particularly sensitive to oxidative damage. A fine balance between beneficial oxidation versus detrimental oxidative damage has to be maintained in the epididymal environment. Antioxidant enzymes of the glutathione peroxidase family play a key role in controling such a situation in the epididymis.